Many people believe that John James Audubon was the first American ornithologist, but in reality it was Alexander Wilson who was first, and probably gave Audubon the idea for his Birds of America. Because Audubon produced a much larger book, the double elephant folio, with larger and more artistic plates, he tends to get the credit. Yet it was really Wilson who started it all. In 1800, most books on American birds were based on static descriptions of dead or preserved specimens. Wilson's great contribution was to base his drawings and observations on living birds. Without modern binoculars, this was no easy task! Yet, when I looked at Wilson's Birds of America, I was impressed with the detail of Wilson's illustrations together with the descriptions of behavior, plumage, reproduction and ecology of each species. Other than a rather charmingly verbose presentation, including occasional verses, it might well have been a modern bird book.
In their book, Burtt and Davis begin with a summary of the major themes of Wilson's life. These include topics like: "understanding God through nature," "preservation amid abundance," and "order out of chaos," among others. The next section is a biography, followed by a section entitled "Illustrating American Ornithology," which describes in considerable detail many of the details of the illustrations and the source material from which the formal plates were derived. This chapter then goes through bird by bird, showing the original sketches and Wilson's comments on the bird and its behavior. It is by far the longest (216 pages) section of the book. Alexander Wilson grew up in Scotland. His father was a silk weaver and a smuggler of fine whiskey. Wilson attended school until the age of 10 and then, when his mother died, after three years tending cows, was apprenticed to his brother-in-law as a weaver. During that time he read, composed poetry, hiked the countryside and acquired a gun to poach game for the family table. After his apprenticeship, he took a job at a weaver's shop in Lochwinnoch, where his fellow weavers noticed his fondness for books and ease in writing verses.
During this time Wilson was writing poems -his first book was published in 1790 and a second in 1791. They did not sell very many copies, but a poem he published anonymously "Watty and Meg", sold more than 100,000 copies and was a huge success. Overall, this is a very interesting and well-written book. I found the organization somewhat curious in that the same subjects are treated in several different chapters in varying detail. This organization leads to considerable repetition, but at the same time, each chapter treats Wilson's work from a different perspective. Overall, Burtt and Davis give a vivid portrait of a remarkable person who had quite modern ideas about how to describe birds, their behavior and their habitats.
